A European Perspective on Language as Liminality
© Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author. 4 a national newspaper. All were delivered to my house within a few weeks, and such examples could be replicated in any household in the country. Some of our creativity with language uses widely accepted metaphors which will be more or less tired to the user, depending on their maturity and experience with language ('brought home the serious issue…'), while some may be conventional in style but probably genuinely new to the writer ('as it roars through the races of the mill'). But, as also in these examples, we play with alliteration, rhythm, metaphor, idiom and cross-linguistic quotation as naturally as we use the grammar of our language. So too we tell stories, and not just for amusement. Consider the following, from a discipline that is not conventionally thought of as addicted to fictional narrative:
Thus the language we acquire is modified and created by our use of it, and the world to which it may refer is described and modified, but also imagined and created. By the age of forty each of us has encountered many words that did not exist at our birth, and serious readers will encounter many more that have rarely been spoken in their lifetime but which were once spoken, and others that are common in writing but have always been rare in speech. Native-speakers live happily either half-understanding or ignoring the precise meanings of much that we encounter in reading, as the following examples will indicate, unless you are a seventeenth century literary scholar:
If you went to a police station to report that you had seen a car being vandalized and were accused of having been the vandal yourself, you might well say 'If I had done it, I
would hardly be drawing attention to myself in this way.' You would be temporarily entertaining the (untrue) hypothesis that you were the vandal, in order to show how ridiculous it was. Gowers, T 2002, Mathematics: a very short introduction. Oxford: Oxford author.
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Now if, as an educated person, you have never read The White Devil or Urn Burial it is probably because you have chosen not to; although Southampton City View may have missed the attention of non-residents in the city, classics are available in libraries and heard in theatres, radio or television and the relative numbers of those who choose to be exposed to them are dependent on fashion, willingness and taste.
We are perhaps constrained by fashion, willingness and taste, but we are not coerced by them, as I have just demonstrated. The Zeitgeist may assist in making some options more available than others, but, especially with wider education, larger numbers of people speaking particular languages, and Internet access, some members of any large speech community are likely to choose minority options.
We also adopt and abandon styles of language. 'Taking in a scope' (improbable as it may seem) was a phrase widely used in my undergraduate days for 'going to a film'.
Associated with that were a range of in-phrases that I have mercifully now forgotten but which would no doubt resonate for some people at a reunion of former students.
Recordings of the royal family demonstrate subtle changes in individual phonology even in that protected environment, while there are records of politicians and others quite deliberately discarding (or more rarely adopting) the less-educated-sounding accents and lexicon of their youth. Both by conscious choice and by unconscious change we move 6 out of (and occasionally in to) speech communities that continue their lives independent of the floating speakers on the margins.
But speech communities are not completely independent. As Brutt Griffler (2002a) so cogently argues, thinking about speech communities rather than individuals as the possessors of language enables us not to be threatened by the facts of language variation within any speech community, and removes a number of problems about 'ownership' of the language. Learners share in the ownership of the language by participation in the speech community, and are not placed by definition in a deficit relationship with native speakers. In Rampton's (1990) terms, 'expertise' rather than 'affiliation' can become the normative reference points if evaluation is called upon at all.
There are major and complex concerns to be raised about the term 'speech community' of course, but for the purposes of the argument here they are not relevant.
The key issues are (1) that members of groups whose language is for all major purposes mutually intelligible will still show wide variation as individuals; (2) that the cultural and linguistic experiences of individuals will be reflected in the meanings and formal features of language they operate with; (3) that time as well as space is reflected by these: 'the past is another country' but those who have visited it participate linguistically in its lifeindeed just as Auden remarked that for the poet 'a poem is never finished', so too past linguistic forms and meanings have the potential to be resurrected by writers like Joyce or Nabokov, and no language is ever completely dead while there is writing or memory. The symbolic values both of the meanings and of the formal features will certainly be used by some (and may be used by all) as part of power-based negotiation within political © Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author. 7 relations; stereotyping (England as a nation of shopkeepers), anecdote (Alfred and the cakes) etc form a bank of intertextual references for almost any discourse.
Identity
This is not the place to enter into a major analysis of identity and language (see Joseph,
2004 for a full discussion), but a few points need to be made against the notion of essentialism, and particularly essentialism based on language. Let me open the topic by referring to Balkan history, for that illustrates very clearly the dilemma faced by any analyst of European, and perhaps any other history. Now of course it is possible to discuss language identities and associated issues such as language rights without necessarily accepting an essentialist view of language (see May,
2003 for example). But it is important that we recognise not just the role of language in the symbolism of the nation state, but the wider cultural phenomena that were closely As Rampton (1995) shows, language crossing and style-shift follows patterns within single states that are indistinguishable in principle from those found in cross-state casual contact. An outside observer following discussion of (eg) access to higher education in the British context could interpret discussion of identity within London without any awareness of any mismatch with theoretical categories listed by Canagarajah. It may be sensible, then to propose a test for almost any observation made about language crossing and perceptions of language use by users, whether about 'learners' or about non-native speakers. If the substitution of 'native-speaker' for 'non-nativespeaker' in the argument could still lead to a well-formed and interesting discussion, then the key issue may be human communication, rather than so-called separate languages. 
Language power
But the extent to which the literature on the politics of language use, particularly the language rights discussions, has concentrated on cross-languages behaviour risks rendering invisible the same issues within languages. Thresholds are not only found between languages, but also within them, and liminality is characteristic of contemporary language use. But the perceptions of the self and the other, of insiderness and outsiderness, of membership and non-membership have been surprisingly little discussed in relation to 'languages', although there is a thriving industry on the topic within English in relation to the role of standard English (Leith, 1983; Crowley, 1991 to name but two). It seems reasonable to believe, though, that like identities languages are constructs that come and go according to political need and individual or group choice. Naming a language (or dialect, or style) is a social act, since it involves defining a particular social group as some kind of sharing community. The more potentially powerful members of that group may be seen in relation to those being excluded, the more overtly political the act of naming and defining.
If our purpose is to understand how social agents operate with language, we can make one definite prediction: the current status of English is temporary. But on the timescale within which we have to operate, it is likely to be significant, though in due course it is likely to be replaced by another language (or possibly other languages) to which the term global may have to apply.
What we have to accept is that inherent in this is a condition of permanent liminality. I have occasionally been frightened by the awareness that (unlike human beings throughout most of history) I sit in an airport or on a metro train surrounded by hundreds of people whom I have never ever seen before and whom I shall never ever see again. Some of them I may speak to, but a condition of outsiderness is common for most professionals for much of their time. And an increasing proportion of the world's population literally crosses new thresholds many times a year, while many more aspire to this condition, and observe it vicariously through their screens. It is now a commonplace to attribute this contact without communication to jet travel, mobile phones, the Internet, and satellite TV, but few foresaw the extent and speed of the penetration of these technologies into what we used to call the third world. Mains electricity is no longer a condition of access for many. Thresholds advance on everyone, fast. 
Language policy
Italics = a language which some users would believe to be unfairly imposed because it advantages some speakers over others.
This 'tectonic' model inevitably leads to friction between the levels. Level I grates with Level II which grates with Level III, and inherent in thinking with a common-sense model such as this is a view that there will inevitably be friction. 
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whether to do business, to achieve access to higher education, to travel efficiently, or for any other purpose, are extending their repertoire in relation to norms of behaviour that are subtly transmitted by the practices of their peers and of those in groups that they aspire to join. For some, this process may be perceived in political terms, but for many it will be a process of voting with their tongues that has been familiar to members of multilingual communities throughout the world probably ever since language emerged.
I am not trying to argue that there are no issues of power or economic weight to address, but I am asking us to recognise that from individuals' perspectives, multilingualism / multidialectalism is and always has been the norm for the majority of human beings. To interpret the current multilingual situation in Europe as a deviation from (largely nineteenth century) expectations of national monolingualism is false to the history of every country in Europe and false to the nature of language. In a sense, just as -and because -there are no homogeneous speech communities, there are no nativespeakers to idealise. As Belloc observed in 1925 before the quotation I used at the beginning of this paper, 'human speech is naturally not a set of a few official languages, but a mass of innumerable dialects, all melting one into the other' (Belloc, 1925: 14) . In a world like this language becomes liminality by definition, as every speech act is an engagement with a subtly different dialect, and the further we roam the more thresholds we cross.
Policy thus becomes a way of minimising negative effects of the practices of communication and identity-formation that take place through language. On the one hand, the fact that most countries in the world had, by the end of the 1990s, adopted
English as the first foreign language, created a unique situation where (with the partial © Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author.
16 exception of Latin America) one single language was the default language for international communication. On the other, the rise in minority language support has made people in the major monolingual-thinking nations more aware of local multilingualism. Both from above and below, all (except English native-speakers) are being reminded far more than they were of multilingualism and liminality. For the English native-speakers, despite decades of exhortation from language professionals, the reminder comes from below, as Spanish most forcefully in the States, and Urdu, Panjabi, Cantonese, Welsh, Irish, and other languages in UK assert their various claims -and similar statements could be made for Australia, Ireland and other primarily-Englishspeaking states.
This situation will necessarily generate friction as well as good relations, if only because some people will act as if the tectonic model applies, and others will resent
language opportunities apparently open to some and not to others. Language can easily become a surrogate for economic, political, educational and personal disadvantage.
Predicting future areas of friction is a responsibility of language policy-makers, and we can be sure that some of the risks associated with majority and minority access to languages will continue to need addressing. Concerns of the impact of English on other languages have been well articulated (eg Phillipson, 2003) . But there are also risks, less frequently discussed, for speakers of the 'successful' languages. These are not only found in the friction deriving from attempts to maintain the 'integrity' or intelligibility of international languages against the inevitable tendencies towards fragmentation (see eg Kachru, 1990; Quirk, 1990) , or the attempts to maintain a perceived national language against multilingual pressure (Crawford, 1992) . Even more they are likely to be in the author.
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retreat from multilingualism that is already showing itself. The realization that the other's English will, for most people, be far more efficient than one's own foreign language proficiency, is arguably already having major effects on the motivation to learn foreign languages in traditionally English-speaking countries (Edwards, 2001) . Not only may English speakers become the only educated monolinguals in the world, but some of them will become very defensive about this state and more and more aggressively monocultural in attitude. Relatively trivially, a trade war, based on the perceived 'ownership' of English, is not an impossible to conceive scenario, as more and more students throughout the world make teaching through the medium of English a requirement for engagement in the lucrative higher education industry. Every other country having a substantial number of highly competent English users will be perceived as threatening by some. Less trivially, English speakers need to be helped to see foreign languages as sources for the extension of their repertoire, not as all-or-nothing adoption of others' cultures. Language policy is more likely to reduce the negative effects of people hiding behind 'a language' if it acknowledges the permeability of languages, in all directions.
It would be absurd to suggest that a reformulation of theory or a new metaphor would completely resolve such conflicts. Because language is an epiphenomenon in power relations, and because it can so easily be seized upon as a defining marker of group and individual identities, conflict using language as an overt symbol for loyalty will remain for many years. But a recognition of the permeability of language would nonetheless make it harder for public discussion to hide behind the smokescreen provided by reifying idealized languages as fixed and easily defined entities. If we recognize that © Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author.
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no two individuals speak the same language exactly, that they differ in range of their lexicon, in the relations between active use and recognition of lexical items, in the distribution and frequency of syntactic features, in the cultural codes that they combine with their language use -let alone in accent and personal tone of voice; if we recognize this, we begin to acknowledge the insufficiency of the term 'language' as unit of analysis.
Thinking in this way will enable us to see that the naming of a language is a political, not a linguistic act. We see this overtly in the ways in which language rights are promoted over individual rights in advancing the claims of particular languages within the polity or within education (see, for example, discussion of Welsh in Mitchell & Brumfit, 1993) .
It is not my purpose here to suggest that language should never be associated with political movements, nor that cultural groupings should be forbidden to have their causes advanced through democratically arrived at policy decisions. But we should be clear that such decisions are indeed political, to be accompanied by all the checks and balances that should accompany the use of power in public space.
Nonetheless, as an account of how language typically operates in human communities, the notion of a single language, whether it adopts us at birth ('this is your mother tongue'), or whether it is learnt as a foreign language ('this is your first, second, third foreign language') is simply wrong, at best a devise to assist education, a pedagogic tool, at worst an instrument for the identification and exploitation of outsiders. It is not just that the lexicon borrows from contact, so that a sentence like 'Somewhere in the zeitgeist is the notion of the apparachnik as a bete noire' while inelegant is not obviously unusable by an English speaker, but that individuals, like speech communities, have repertoires, not languages. These repertoires cross languages/language varieties in many © Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author.
19 different ways, no doubt in as many ways as there are individuals. Some will use a range of codes relatively discretely; others, especially in speech, will combine and mix, either seriously or in play (Rampton, 1995 (Rampton, , 1999 . Some will combine literacy and oracy; others will be limited to one or the other for parts of their repertoire; some will aspire to convergence with other cultures; others will maintain a more rigid 'outsider' identity while still using or understanding other varieties fluently. Some will operate entirely with contemporary language; others will be addicted to reading and will operate primarily in the language of the past for their understanding. However we conceptualise liminality, once we acknowledge the phenomenon of 'crossing', and once we recognize that comprehension constitutes language competence as much as production, the firm boundaries around what we have been taught to regard as 'languages' collapse.
For a European Union that rides on a tradition of nineteenth century nationalism deriving from such philosophers as Herder, quoted earlier in this paper, the argument presented here poses a major challenge. Yet it is a commonplace to recognize that the Masaryk-Wilson principles of nationality that tacitly accepted much of this tradition for the Versailles treaty was based on a complete falsification of the realities of European (or, we might add, any other) language behaviour. Monolingual regions do not exist (even in principle they could only exist occasionally, and temporarily, as a result of genocide). Like 'nations', they are theoretical constructs, and they risk becoming as dangerous constructs as those that falsely claimed groups were 'united by a common language, a common territory, a common history, a common culture, and a common fate' (Popper, 1994: 186) . This is because 'the theories on which they are constructed are wholly inadequate' to quote Popper again.
© Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author. accept a more open-ended view of our language capacities is a large educational projectbut it accords with our lived linguistic experience, so it should be possible. Certainly we have to learn to see the constructs 'French', 'English', 'German', 'Italian', 'Spanish' etc as ideological constructs that have to be treated with great care. They will not go away as terms, for they perform useful functions in everyday discourse. But used inappropriately they can be dangerous. They need to come with a health warning.
Conclusion
Perhaps the most potent and memorable images we have of contemporary thresholds are from the television screens: the kick through the door and the rushing in of armed soldiers. But in fact we walk through our own -and many other -thresholds every day and scarcely notice them. And our behaviour changes with each shift of location.
Recognising liminality as a feature of violent confrontations makes for good journalistic copy, and reflects real issues of conflict. But liminality is a feature of peaceful coexistence too. Liminality in language is not just a condition of use; it is a condition of structure and acquisition, of comprehension and of production. The concept erodes the integrity of grammars and dictionaries of particular languages (though they retain their © Christopher Brumfit. Not for citation or distribution without permission of the author.
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usefulness as pedagogic tools to assist the development of a greater variety of competences). For education, we can usefully simplify, even (if experience shows it to be helpful) usefully falsify slightly. But for policy we have to start with the clearest account of the practices of those who live in Europe. If European policy-making is not to be out of touch with the linguistic practices of its citizens, emphasis on 'languages' must go to the political arena where it belongs. For language policy, liminality and the development of a repertoire for the crossing of thresholds must be seen as central concepts for theory.
